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Tigrinya language 


The Tigrinya language (also spelled Tigrigna) is a Semitic language 
spoken in Eritrea and in northern Ethiopia in the Tigray region.® It is also 
spoken by the global diaspora of these regions. 
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History and literature 


Although it differs markedly from the Ge'ez (Classical Ethiopic) language, 
for instance in having phrasal verbs, and in using a word order that places 
the main verb last instead of first in the sentence—there is a strong 
influence of Ge'ez on Tigrinya literature, especially with terms relating to 
Christian life, Biblical names, and so on.® Ge'ez, because of its status in 
Ethiopian culture, and possibly also its simple structure, acted as a literary 
medium until relatively recent times.® 

The earliest written example of Tigrinya is a text of local laws found in the 
district of Logosarda, Debub Region in Southern Eritrea, which dates from 
the 13th century. 

In Eritrea, during British administration, the Ministry of Information put 
out a weekly newspaper in Tigrinya that cost 5 cents and sold 5,000 copies 
weekly. At the time, it was reported to be the first of its kind.® 

Tigrinya (along with Arabic) was one of Eritrea's official languages during 
its short-lived federation with Ethiopia; in 1958 it was replaced by the 
Southern Ethiopic language Amharic prior to its annexation. Upon Eritrea's 
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independence in 1991, Tigrinya retained the status of working language in the country, the only state in the world to date 
to recognize Tigrinya on a national level. 


Speakers 


There is no general name for the people who speak Tigrinya In Ethiopia, a native of Tigray is referred to in 

Tigrinya as tigraway (male), tigraweyti (female), tigrawot or, more commonly, tegaru (plural). In Eritrea, Tigrinya 
speakers are officially known as the Bihere-Tigrigna ("nation of Tigrinya speakers"). Biher roughly means nation in the 
ethnic sense of the word in Tigrinya, Tigre , Amharic and Ge'ez. The Jeberti in Eritrea also speak Tigrinya. 

Tigrinya is the most widely spoken language in Eritrea (see Demographics of Eritrea), and the fourth most spoken 
language in Ethiopia after Amharic, Somali and Oromo. It is also spoken by large immigrant communities around the 
world, in countries including Sudan, Saudi Arabia, Israel, Germany, Italy, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Canada and 
the United States. In Australia, Tigrinya is one of the languages broadcast on public radio via the multicultural Special 
Broadcasting Service.® 

Tigrinya dialects differ phonetically, lexically, and grammatically.® No dialect appears to be accepted as a standard. 

Phonology 


For the representation of Tigrinya sounds, this article uses a modification of a system that is common (though not 
universal) among linguists who work on Ethiopian Semitic languages, but differs somewhat from the conventions of the 
International Phonetic Alphabet. 


Consonant phonemes 

Tigrinya has a fairly typical set of phonemes for an Ethiopian Semitic language. That is, there is a set of ejective 
consonants and the usual seven-vowel system. Unlike many of the modern Ethiopian Semitic languages, Tigrinya has 
preserved the two pharyngeal consonants which were apparently part of the ancient Ge'ez language and which, along 
with [x 1 ], a velar or uvular ejective fricative, make it easy to distinguish spoken Tigrinya from related languages such as 
Amharic, though not from Tigre, which has also maintained the pharyngeal consonants. 

The charts below show the phonemes of Tigrinya. The sounds are shown using the same system for representing the 
sounds as in the rest of the article. When the IPA symbol is different, it is indicated in square brackets. The consonant /v/ 
appears in parentheses because it occurs only in recent borrowings from European languages. 


The fricative sounds [x], [x w ], [x' ] and [x w ' ] occur as allophones. 
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Vowel phonemes 


The sounds are shown using the same system for representing the sounds as in the rest of the article. When the IPA 
symbol is different, it is indicated in square brackets. 
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Gemination 

Gemination, the doubling of a consonantal sound, is meaningful in Tigrinya, i.e. it affects the meaning of words. While 
gemination plays an important role in the morphology of the Tigrinya verb, it is normally accompanied by other marks. 
But there is a small number of pairs of words which are only differentiable from each other by gemination, e.g. 
/k' Brrebe/, ('he brought forth'); /k' erebe/, ('he came closer'). All the consonants, with the exception of the pharyn geal 
and glottal, can be geminated.® 


Allophones 

The velar consonants /k/ and /k' / are pronounced differently when they appear immediately after a vowel and are not 
geminated. In these circumstances, /k 1 is pronounced as a velar fricative, /k' / is pronounced as a fricative, or sometimes 
as an affricate. This fricative or affricate is more often pronounced further back, in the uvular place of articulation 
(although it is represented in this article as [x']). All of these possible realizations - velar ejective fricative, uvular 
ejective fricative, velar ejective affricate and uvular ejective affricate - are cross-linguistically very rare sounds. 

Since these two sounds are completely conditioned by their environments, they can be considered allophones of /k/ and 
/k' /. This is especially clear from verb roots in which one consonant is realized as one or the other allophone depending 
on what precedes it. For example, for the verb meaning cry, which has the triconsonantal root |bky|, there are forms such 
as 9 D TI'l£/ /mabkaj/ (’to cry’) and flTl? /bexeje/ (’he cried'), and for the verb meaning 'steal', which has the 
triconsonantal root |srk' |, there are forms such as GhCT /jasBrk' u/ ('they steal') and £f‘lC’$ /jaserrax ' / ('he steals'). 

What is especially interesting about these pairs of phones is that they are distinguished in Tigrinya orthography. Because 
allophones are completely predictable, it is quite unusual for them to be represented with distinct symbols in the written 
form of a language. 


Syllables 

A Tigrinya syllable may consist of a consonant-vowel or a consonant-vowel-consonant sequence. When three 
consonants (or one geminated consonant and one simple consonant) come together within a word, the cluster is broken 
up with the introduction of an epenthetic vowel a, and when two consonants (or one geminated consonant) would 
otherwise end a word, the vowel z appears after them, or (when this happens because of the presence of a suffix) a is 
introduced before the suffix. For example, 

■ B-flA, kabdi 'stomach', AIT labbi 'heart' 

■ -ay 'my', hTI£& kabday ’my stomach’, Afl£ labbay ’my heart’ 

■ -ka ’your (masc.)’, kabdaxa ’your (masc.) stomach’, ATI’ 1 ' 5 ! labbaxa ’your (masc.) heart’ 

■ -n...-n ’and 1 , FiTI£'7 ATI - ) kabdan labban ’stomach and heart’ 

Stress is neither contrastive nor particularly salient in Tigrinya. It seems to depend on gemination, but it has apparently 
not been systematically investigated. 




Grammar 


Typical grammatical features 

Grammatically, Tigrinya is a typical Ethiopian Semitic (ES) language in most ways: 

■ A Tigrinya noun is treated as either masculine or feminine. However, most inanimate nouns do not have a 
fixed gender. 

■ Tigrinya nouns have plural, as well as singular, forms, though the plural is not obligatory when the 
linguistic or pragmatic context makes the number clear. As in Tigre and Ge'ez (as well as Arabic), noun 
plurals may be formed through internal changes ("broken" plural) as well as through the addition of 
suffixes. For example, faras 'horse', 'afras 'horses'. 

■ Adjectives behave in most ways like nouns. Most Tigrinya adjectives, like those in Tigre and Ge'ez, have 

feminine and plural (both genders) forms. For example, s'abbux' 'good (m.sg.)', s'abbax'ti 

'good (f.sg.)', Xfh&t s'abbux'at 'good (pi.)' 

■ Within personal pronouns and subject agreement inflections on verbs, gender is distinguished in second 
person as well as third. For example, tH^TI tazarab 'speak! (m.sg.)', TH^IT tazarabi 'speak (f.sg.)'. 

■ Possessive adjectives take the form of noun suffixes: gaza 'house', TH£ gaza-y 'my house', "IHTl, 
gaza-xi 'your (f.sg.) house'. 

■ Verbs are based on consonantal roots, most consisting of three consonants: {sbr} 'break', Afl^ sabara 'he 
broke', &ATIC yasabbar 'he breaks', TMQ masbar 'to break'. 

■ Within the tense system there is a basic distinction between the perfective form, conjugated with suffixes 
and denoting the past, and the imperfective form, conjugated with prefixes and in some cases suffixes, 
and denoting the present or future: hfK sabar-u 'they broke', £AT K ya-sabr-u 'they break'. 

■ As in Ge'ez and Amharic, there is also a separate "gerundive" form of the verb, conjugated with suffixes 
and used to link verbs within a sentence: TA.Sh +H4TI gadifka tazarab 'stop (that) and speak (m.sg.)'. 

■ Verbs also have a separate jussive/imperative form, similar to the imperfective: ya-sbar-u 'let them 

break'. 

■ Through the addition of derivational morphology (internal changes to verb stems and/or prefixes), verbs 
may be made passive, reflexive, causative, frequentative, reciprocal, or reciprocal causative: ^AITV falat'-u 
'they knew', tdAfTT ta-falt'-u 'they were known', ^dAfTT 'a-falt'-u 'they caused to know (they introduced)', 
+4.AfT> ta-falat'-u 'they knew each other', Vf-AfTT 'a-f-falat'-u 'they caused to know each other'. 

■ Verbs may take direct object and prepositional pronoun suffixes: d^AfTlX falat'a-nni 'he knew me', <£AfTIA£ 
falat'a-llay 'he knew for me'. 

■ Negation is expressed through the prefix ay- and, in independent clauses, the suffix -n: ^£,<£AnT> ay- 
falat'a-n 'he didn't know'. 

■ The copula and the verb of existence in the present are irregular: W 'alio 'there is, he exists', X? ayyu 'he 

is', ?A> or ?AP7ya//an or yalbon 'there isn't, he doesn't exist', ayk w anan 'he isn't', 'ilX nabara 'he 

existed, he was, there was', £,Ti (jy) ya-xawwan 'he will be', SM\Qya-nabbar 'he will exist, there will be'. 

■ The verb of existence together with object suffixes for the possessor expresses possession ('have') and 

obligation ('must'): 'allo-nni 'I have, I must' (lit. 'there is (to) me'). 

■ Relative clauses are expressed by a prefix attached to the verb: tKAfTI za-falat'a 'who knew' 

■ Cleft sentences, with relative clauses normally following the copula, are very common: (JD7 fKAlTI man 
ayyu za-falat'a 'who knew?' (lit. 'who is he who knew?'). 

■ There is an accusative marker used on definite direct objects. In Tigrinya this is the prefix na-. For 

example, 'Wi‘1 7^A°?TI hag w as na’almaz raxibuwwa 'Hagos met Almaz'. 

■ As in other modern Ethiopian Semitic languages, the default word order in clauses is subject-object- 
verb, and noun modifiers usually (though not always in Tigrinya) precede their head nouns. 






Innovations 


Tigrinya grammar is unique within the Ethiopian Semitic language family in several ways: 

■ For second person pronouns, there is a separate vocative form, used to get a person's attention: 
nassaxa ’you (m.sg.)’, 'atta 'you! (m.sg.)'. 

■ There is a definite article, related (as in English) to the demonstrative adjective meaning 'that': NT ^A 'ata 
g w a! 'the girl'. 

■ The gerundive form is used for past tense, as well as for the linking function as in Ge'ez and Amharic: 
THdO tazaribu '(he) speaking, he spoke'. 

■ Yes-no questions are marked by the particle A do following the questioned word: T?T££ haftaydo 
ra’ixi ’did you (f.sg.) see my sister?’. 

■ The negative circumfix ay- -n may mark nouns, pronouns, and adjectives as well as verbs: N&VG ay-’ana- 
n 'not me', \£TTI£/> ay‘abay-an 'not big' 

■ Tigrinya has an unusually complex tense-aspect-mood system, with many nuances achieved using 
combinations of the three basic aspectual forms (perfect, imperfect, gerundive) and various auxiliary 
verbs including the copula (N? ayyu, etc.), the verb of existence (NA° 'alio, etc.), and the verbs 'ifld, nabara 
'exist, live', M kona 'become', K7i+b s'anhe 'stay'. 

■ Tigrinya has compound prepositions corresponding to the preposition-postposition compounds found in 
Amharic: Vfl A6A, TAT ab la‘li ‘arat 'on (top of) the bed', Vfl Trht TAT ab tahti ‘arat 'under the bed' 

■ Unlike most Ethiopian Semitic languages, Tigrinya has only one set of applicative suffixes, used both for 
the dative and benefactive and for locative and adversative senses: T^^HA tax'ammit'a-llu 'she sat 
down for him' or 'she sat down on it' or 'she sat down to his detriment'. 

Writing system 


Tigrinya is written in the Ge'ez script, originally developed for Ge'ez, also called Ethiopic. The Ge'ez script is an 
abugida: each symbol represents a consonant+vowel syllable, and the symbols are organized in groups of similar 
symbols on the basis of both the consonant and the vowel. ^ In the table below the columns are assigned to the seven 
vowels of Tigrinya (and Ge'ez); they appear in the traditional order. The rows are assigned to the consonants, again in 
the traditional order. 

For each consonant in an abugida, there is an unmarked symbol representing that consonant followed by a canonical or 
inherent vowel. For the Ge'ez abugida, this canonical vowel is d, the first column in the table. However, since the 
pharyngeal and glottal consonants of Tigrinya (and other Ethiopian Semitic languages) cannot be followed by this 
vowel, the symbols in the first column in the rows for those consonants are pronounced with the vowel a, exactly as in 
the fourth row. These redundant symbols are falling into disuse in Tigrinya and are shown with a dark gray background 
in the table. When it is necessary to represent a consonant with no following vowel, the consonant+a form is used (the 
symbol in the sixth column). For example, the word ’dntay 'what?' is written K>T£, literally ’8-n9-ta-yS. 

Since some of the distinctions that were apparently made in Ge'ez have been lost in Tigrinya, there are two rows of 
symbols each for the consonants /h/, /s/, and /s' /. In Eritrea, for /s/ and /s' /, at least, one of these has fallen into disuse 
in Tigrinya and is now considered old-fashioned. These less-used series are shown with a dark gray background in the 
chart. 

The orthography does not mark gemination, so the pair of words k'arraba 'he approached', k'araba 'he was near' are both 
written TdH. Since such minimal pairs are very rare, this presents no problem to readers of the language. 
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External links 


■ Tigrinya classes for children of Tigrinya-speaking immigrants in Sweden (http://modersmal.skolutveckling. 
se /tigrinya/) , including teaching materials. 

■ Tigrigna online (http://www.memhr.org/tigrigna/index.shtml), includes an online English-Tigrinya 
dictionary. 

■ a collection of proverbs in Tigrinya (http://www.good-amharic-books.com/onebook.php?booklD=865) 

■ teaches Tigrinya using Tigrinya words written in the English alphabet (http://www.tigrinyateacher.com) 

■ Sites with Tigrinya text or sound files (all require a Ge'ez Unicode font such as GF Zemen Unicode (ftp://ft 
p.ethiopic.org/pub/fonts/TrueType/gfzemenu.ttf)). 

■ Asmarino (http://news9.asmarino.com/): Eritrean exile site. 

■ Meskerem (http://www.meskerem.net/): "Eritrean opposition" website. 

■ Eritrean government site with links to Haddas Ertra (http://www.shabait.com/staging/publish/category_ 
0012.html), the daily Tigrinya newspaper in Eritrea. 








■ Christian recordings in Tigrinya (http://globalrecordings.net/language/204): Global Recordings (http://g 
lobalrecordings.net) website. 

■ Tigrina Learning and Playing Game Board - SAITl^ (http://www.filtet.org): It provides for playful 
learning of the Ge'ez script and all languages which are written with it.[l] (http://www.erikids.net) 

■ The Ethiopic Alphabet (http://www.ethiopic.com/ethiopic_alphabet.htm) 
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